
 

 

A History of Peterhead and Surrounding Area by George Strachan 
 
Today when we look around Peterhead with its reputation for being the most 
important fishing port in the UK, if not still in Europe, it is hard to realise just how 
much the town owes to a small community which existed nearly 300 years ago  
in the parish of Lonmay in the vicinity  of the village which we now know as St 
Combs. 
 
The parish of Lonmay is an awkward shape- narrow and stretching from the 
coast north of Strathbeg almost to Mintlaw. Then as now it consisted mainly of 
farming communities scraping a meagre living from a land that still had to see 
the benefits of the agricultural revolution. It was a land familiar with severe 
famine which struck several times in the 17th century and in the middle of the 
18th, even as late as 1782 &3. Indeed it is recorded that the years 1696 to 1703 
were years of disaster caused by continuous easterly hoars, sunless drenching 
wet summers and by bitter frosts and deep snow in winter. The people had to 
try and reap what remained of their crop in Jan and Feb to get meal to keep 
body and soul together - and they couldn’t blame global warming! 
 
At the south end of the parish’s coastal boundary in a small cluster of houses 
named Boatlea there lived a few families who are described in the 1696 deed 
poll book as fishers, most of these families were named Buchan & Strachan 
names which were to become familiar to the fisher community in PD  in later 
years. In the hinterland of Boatlea other family names can be recognised - that 
of Bruce Cow & Ritchie. 
 
It is not beyond the realms of imagination that the boundaries between 
fisherman and crofter on this coastal strip had been blurred over the years but it 
is evident that certain families regarded the sea as their main livelihood. 
 
There is little written record of the times and for such as does exist we are 
indebted to the Kirk session. Although most of it deals with discipline and can 
make depressing reading it never the less gives some idea of the conditions of 
the time. It was a time of religious unrest with the fishers leaning towards the 
Old Episcopalian church but having ministers of the new Established church 
foist upon them. One story of the times recalls that when a new minister was 
appointed against their will, the fishers felt so strongly that they decided to 
ambush him on his arrival in the village and kill him with spades. One of their 
wives was so afraid of the consequences that she ran and warned the minister 
to stay away but he laughed at her. As he strode towards the village he was met 
by the scowling fishers wielding spades. He calmly went forward to them and 
expressed his pleasure at them having taken the trouble to come and welcome 
him. The fishers were taken aback completely and the minister and his folk 
became good friends. 
 
The highlight of the week was Sunday when folk travelled from all over the 
parish to attend worship. Communion Sundays were even more of a social 
occasion with services lasting the whole day. The alehouse was open and it 
was said that Sunday was the commonest day for brawls. It is against this 
background that we can imagine the fishers living their comfortless existence 



 

 

on the edge of a dangerous sea.  To underline the hardship of the times the 
session records reveal that during one very bad winter famine they were 
approached by several young fishers to obtain certificates in order to allow 
them to emigrate. This was refused on the basis that their elderly families would 
be left to be cared for by the parish. 
 
The fishers would have plied their trade in open cobles of about 20ft in length. 
The size of their boats was limited greatly by the lack of a harbour and sufficient 
labour to haul them from the water and on to the beach at the end of each day. 
They would have fished for whitefish and crabs with small lines and creels 
relying on bait gathered locally. It was said of a neighbouring village that bait 
was so scarce and they were so poor to buy that they baited their traps with 
rabbits. 
 
In the closing years of the 18th c these fishers would have watched in 
amazement as large fleets of Dutch Herring busses descended on their coast in 
the summer hauling huge shots of herring at their very doorstep. There is no 
doubt that given the close proximity of their working areas the fishermen of both 
nations would have communicated with one another. The history of early PD 
tells us that the Dutch wanted to buy the Queenie and set up a base there and 
Neish tells us that as early as 1616 an Inn was built on the Queenie by the 
Dutch. More pertinent to our tale the oral history of St Combs says that Digell, a 
native of the village and whose many ancestors, including myself, now inhabit 
the area, was a Dane or Dutchman who came ashore from his ship and settled 
in the village, taking his wife’s  surname of Buchan. But however much the St 
Combs fishers envied the Dutch with their sophisticated and comfortable craft 
they realised that there was as much chance of them being able to emulate 
them as walking on the moon. 
 
However things were stirring, and there is evidence that by the start of the 19thc 
herrings were being landed at FR probably by the fishermen of St Combs and 
the surrounding villages. But the fishing was in such a state of infancy that the 
fishermen had to make their own nets with the female members of the family 
spinning the twine. 
 
The first three decades of the 19th c saw a huge increase in the herring industry 
in the NE as both fishermen and processors realised the potential. It is likely 
that the St Combs fishers initially landed their fish at FR it being impractical to 
work the fishing from the open beach of the village besides transport of the 
cured herring would have proved an insurmountable problem. But even in Fr a 
difficult accommodation problem was making itself felt in the harbour. Indeed 
one FR fisherman giving evidence to an enquiry in 1848 is quoted as saying 
that “he has not delivered herrings inside FR harbour above a dozen times in 
the past 10 years, but is obliged to go to the back of the North pier (outside the 
harbour) to deliver them.“ Such was the dilemma facing the St Combs/Boatlea 
men who wanted to pursue the herring that they were forced to consider PD as 
an alternative to FR. 
 
Perhaps it was the success of the new herring fishery that raised the profile of 
the fishing industry around the coast and soon the lairds of the various estates 



 

 

bordering the sea were vying with one another to form their own fishing villages. 
Soon several small fishertoons were springing up each one trying to attract 
fishers to exploit the local fish. In 1812 an advertisement appeared in the 
Aberdeen Journal which highlighted Buchanhaven as a white fish station and 
offered accommodation for 3 boats crews. Buchanhaven would have been 
regarded as a more practical launching point especially with its proximity to PD. 
 
Another fishertoon was formed at Rattray which although it attracted some 
fishers from the established villages in the Lonmay & Rathen parishes it never 
met with success as the fishers who went there still had to launch their boats 
from an open beach. This village was soon nicknamed Botany by other fishers, 
after Botany Bay and shows how unenviable the lot of the new settlers was. 
 
We can image the excitement which the Buchanhaven advert caused in St 
Combs/ Boatlea as the fishermen considered the possibility of transferring to 
the Peterhead (PD) area. It must have been a big decision- PD on the one hand 
was a large sophisticated town although as one of the top spas in Britain it had 
seen better days it was still able to attract visitors. The grand houses of the old 
PD area with its hotels to accommodate the visitors still stood overlooking the 
bay. The majestic ships of the whaling industry were increasing each year and 
PD boasted a formidable merchant fleet. In 3 years time in 1815, PD would 
have 78 vessels registered in port, including 8 whalers a tonnage of 9000 tons. 
Its S Harbour had just been deepened and faced with new quays. Shipbuilding 
was going full swing and in 1815 9 ships would be built locally- one of 400 tons. 
We could imagine that for simple fishermen who had lived all their lives in an 
isolated community relocating their families to such a place would cause some 
anxiety and a great deal of thought. However we are told that 5 families did 
make the move 2 Buchans 2 Bruces and 1 Strachan names which were still to 
appear in PD fishing circles some 150 years later. There is also evidence that 
families from the same village settled around that time in Roanheads, the 
fishertoon of PD proper. 
 
As I have already implied fishing was by no means regarded as the main string 
to Pds bow, in fact it appears to have been a very minor one at that time and 
one can only imagine what the inhabitants of PD made of the dirty strange 
spoken incomers. It is no surprise that none actually settled in PD town. 
Huddled in the fishertoons of Buchanhaven & Roanheads they kept themselves 
to themselves preferring not to mix with toonsers unless forced by commerce. 
This legacy was to be felt for many years to come. Of course St Combs was not 
the only breeding ground for PD fisher families- some came from Boddam 
although that village put up a spirited resistance against emigration to Pd for 
many years. Others came from Longhaven and Slains settling in Roanheads. 
While as the fishing expanded families from the moray firth chose PD as their 
base intermarrying and settling in the fishertoons. By 1840 seven families again 
mainly from St Combs among them the Ritchies and the Cows  had settled in 
the fishing village of Burnhaven where a small pier had been built by the 
proprietor and which at that date boasted a fleet of 7 herring boats. No doubt 
the increasing success of the herring had by this time caused a harbour 
accommodation problem even in the town of PD. 
I am sure that the influx of these economic immigrants would have been treated 



 

 

with some unease by the local population. Their previous isolation had 
preserved a strange dialect which even the broad Buchan speakers of PD 
found difficult to understand. They appear to have been a devil may care lot as 
the local fishery officer wrote as early as 1837 “There is much sociality among 
themselves at merry making marriages and boat launches, but they are not 
provident of their earnings compared with other classes of working people 
“Even at that early date the fishers had established themselves as a race apart.  
In the villages they were accustomed to use the local street for the disposal of 
their refuse and fish guts and this habit they imported into PD. The personal 
hygiene of the fishermen who spend days and nights at sea in open boats 
sleeping amongst herring, ropes and nets would have been highly suspect 
even in those days when the phrase regular baths was largely unknown. The 
more established PD seafarers - the whalers and merchant seamen would 
have had at least sizeable ships to go to sea in and by signing articles at the 
beginning of a voyage would have been subject to disciplines unknown to the 
fishers. The whaling crews even had Navy style rank and their annual Artic 
voyage with its attendant dangers would have been seen by many as being a 
romantic and sophisticated way of life in contrast to the strange fishers. That is 
not to say that some fishers did not berth with the whalers , many did try their 
hand at the whaling. My great grandfather and his brother are reputed to have 
been on a whaling trip at the age of 12, but it is significant that none ever 
became a whaling captain in spite of their undoubted sea knowledge and few 
ever attempted to climb through the ranks. Although to the outsider all who 
earned their living by the sea would be seamen, to the fishing community there 
was a distinct gulf fixed even by the language used to describe their calling. I 
can remember folk of my grandmothers generation when describing a 
fisherman who went to the merchant navy  say -aye he’s stoppit the sea an 
geen t the sailin. That the fishers qualities were appreciated by the government 
is apparent by their inclusion in the Register of British Seamen which was 
compiled in the early 19th c. The register contains the details of each fisherman 
in the area and was no doubt inspired by the Governments reluctance to ever 
again resort to the infamous practice of press ganging which was common 
during the recent Napoleonic Wars. 
 
The original PD fishers who lived in the Roanheads are reputed to have been 
pilots first and fishers second and they had won a reputation for seamanship, 
competition forcing them to make lengthy voyages in their small boats to pick 
up prospective customers among the number of merchant vessels bound for 
the port. This appears to have been something that the immigrant fishers were 
able to integrate into quite readily. As the herring fishing became more 
established and lucrative it was decided by the harbour board that a core of full 
time pilots would be retained during the summer fishing season, these men 
would have prior claim to pilot vessels. Subsequent harbour board discussions 
reveal that this measure was taken to prevent those pilots who were fishing for 
herring resorting to pilotage only when the days fishing was poor. 
 
 
As the middle of the 19th c approached we see in PD a vibrant community 
relying on the sea for a living. The harbour which was inadequate for the 
quantity of traffic being the focus of much activity and dispute as each 



 

 

commercial faction vied for space. At that time the harbour consisted of north & 
south basins separated  by Bridge St, (this was before the Junction canal was 
cut) and a small area of water protected by an old bulwark which was situated 
roughly where the patent slipway now stands. This small haven which had been 
built by the Keiths and had in the early days formed an important part of the 
harbour was by now only used by fishing boats. The entrance to the south 
harbour was difficult to negotiate in certain winds which tended to blow an 
approaching vessel on to the rocks at the foot of Jamaica St . It also appears 
that many merchant vessel owners visiting the port preferred to berth their 
vessels in the entrance channel of the south harbour rather than go into the 
south basin and be trapped by a fleet of herring boats arriving from the fishing 
grounds. This was the case one August night in 1848 when a violent storm 
overtook the herring fleet which had sailed that afternoon and resulted in the 
loss at PD alone of 31 lives. The resultant inquiry undertaken by Capt. 
Washington at amazing speed gives a dramatic insight into the various forces 
at work in PD at that time. 
 
When the gale hit, many of the herring boats which were at sea ran for shelter 
and because the wind was from the SE they could not attempt the north 
entrance but had to run through the bay for the s entrance (this of course was 
before the outer breakwaters were built). The method of approaching the 
entrance was to run in at right angles to the rocks at the foot of Jamaica st and 
at the last minute by means of adjusting the sails and throwing ropes on to the 
pier on the south side of the entrance, make a right angled turn into the safety of 
the harbour. This had to be done in near black conditions with boats arriving by 
the minute. Those which were able to make the manoeuvre were horrified to 
discover that just inside the channel were berthed 2 merchant ships cutting the 
already narrow channel width by 2/3 , the resultant confusion led to 28 boats 
being dashed on to the rocks between the old lifeboat station and the harbour 
point and as I have already said 31 fishermen, mainly visitors from the Buckie 
area being drowned. Capt. Washington’s findings were that part of the blame 
was because of boat design partly because of inexperienced crew members ( it 
was the practice of Buckie boats to engage landsmen as crew members during 
the height of the season) But perhaps the most telling criticism was that of 
allowing the merchant vessels to block the entrance. This highlighted the 
demands for space on the harbour authorities and when questioned on this 
point the Towns Provost stated that the harbour was not for boats (meaning 
fishing boats) but was for ships. I think with these words there surfaced an 
underlying feeling which even at that date still ran in the town that the fishing 
was an interloping industry. 
 
It would be wrong to give the impression that the fault for the comparative 
isolation of the fisher community lay entirely with the inhabitants of PD. It is 
more likely that the fishers remained a separate community because of the 
social requirements of the occupation itself. While the act of catching the fish 
was the exclusive domain of the men of the family, the upkeep and preparation 
of the fishing gear relied heavily on the wife and other family members. A 
fisherman had to be careful in his choice of wife. The physical demands and the 
technical knowledge required for servicing the lines and nets meant that 
inevitably she had to come from the fisher community itself Because of the 



 

 

itinerant character of the industry the choice could be quite wide and it soon 
became the case that fishermen would marry fisher women from different ports 
having met during the great ingatherings of the various fishings. These women 
developed a great skill in mending herring nets and it was fascinating to watch 
them with a needle and twine swiftly mending the tears in the nets. Even when 
the men were engaged in small line fishing for white fish it was necessary for 
them to rely on their families to gather bait and attach it to the thousands of 
hooks which had to be shot each day. It is not surprising therefore that even if 
they were approached, few outsider women would have chosen to become part 
of such a scene. This state of affairs continued right up till the 1950s by which 
time the influence of 2 world wars had broadened the fisherwomen’s outlook 
and an increase in affluence made it more common to employ professional net 
menders. By this time of course baiting small lines had long since passed from 
the scene and even drifting for herring was in severe decline. An interesting and 
isolated exception to the inter marriage custom I have described occurred when 
Peter Buchan, the poets father met and married his wife who belonged to a non 
fisher community from central Scotland. Peter’s mother swiftly integrated into 
the fishing community and became an expert net mender. 
 
It is generally accepted that another factor which distinguished the fisher 
community from others in the town was religion. I am sure that this was not 
always the case and the picture is painted of the early fishers being a hard 
drinking community generally indifferent to the church. This may have been 
encouraged by the fact that at the start of the herring season a bargain or 
contract was entered into between the fishermen and the curer on payment of a 
sum which partly took the form of a generous supply of whisky. However in 
1860 a religious revival took place in Scotland. As far as I can ascertain this had 
a strong influence on the fisher community in PD and subsequently the 
Congregational, Baptist and Methodist denominations along with the Plymouth 
Brethren established themselves in town and received much support from the 
fishers  with many becoming committed Christians. It is likely that these events 
had an influence on the formation of the various temperance movements 
around the coast of which the fishers became so fond. Periodic revivals were a 
feature of the life of the fisher community and it is interesting to consider why 
this was so while largely passing by the rest of the community. 
 
In fact while commenting on a subsequent revival which took place in the early 
1900s in Inverallochy and Cairnburg the BO editorial writer muses “was it not to 
fishermen that Jesus first preached? And cannot the German Ocean stand for 
the Sea of Galillee and Inverallochy and Cairnbulg for Capernaum and 
Cherazin and thus make a complete parallel to the places and circumstances in 
which the Christian faith was originally preached.” 
 
Whatever the reason it is certain that religious revival has played an important 
part in the formation of the culture of the fisher folk of NE Scotland 
 
The link between the fishers and certain denominations has endured many 
years and in their study on PD entitled The Politics of Independence published 
as late as  1981-Bealy & Sewell  analyse church membership in the town and 
compile a table which brings out the social status of each denomination. At the 



 

 

top is the Established church with few fisher families while progressively down 
the scale the fisher membership is more prominent. How large an influence this 
table will have on the events of the last day remains to be seen. 
 
The political life of Peterhead in the late 19th c was as might be expected largely 
influenced by the business people of the town and none more so than the fish 
curers. The fishermen however took little direct part although in the various 
elections for the Town Council and harbour board individual fishers are 
recorded as proposing and seconding various candidates. It could be argued 
that the nature of their calling precluded them from taking part in active town 
politics but there was obviously an awakening of social concern among the 
group as in 1884 there is a record of a fisherman serving on the local 
Conservative committee and in 1889 the BO records a meeting of Peterhead 
fishermen to discuss that Scotland’s share of probate duty should be applied for 
free education. But generally when we consider that by this time many of the 
fisher class were business men in their own right I.e. they had a financial stake 
in their boats and gear, their political activity was low when compared with other 
types of business in town. 
 
Perhaps an important influence on this situation was the attitude of the Brethren 
whose policy was to decline to take part in any political activity. It is likely that in 
such a small tight knit community such strong views were likely to influence 
those out with Brethren membership also. Perhaps what it does underline was 
the increasing influence of religion in the community’s life as the 19th c drew to a 
close. The 3rd quarter of the 19th c saw the fisher community confident and a 
settled part of the PD scene. No longer were they content to fish grounds a few 
miles from the coast. Fishermen who for years had argued against decked 
boats as being restrictive and dangerous now accepted them. They grew 
adventurous and by 1870 were travelling to Lerwick, Stornoway and even to 
Ireland to participate in the various fisheries. By the 1870s steam trawlers from 
the continent and England had made an appearance in the waters off PD 
competing with the small line boats for white fish. As the anti trawling 
controversy grew and the local fishermen complained loudly that the day of the 
small line was over unless trawling was banned, the BO berated them for 
having such a backward view and encouraged them to invest in trawlers. It was 
suggested by the Buchanie that  capital could be raised by a the formation of a 
joint stock Co. Predictably there was no official response to this suggestion but 
one can image that a suggestion which was so counter to the principal of 
fishermen owning their own boats would have been met with outright rejection. 
It is interesting to note that in a subsequent meeting of the anti trawling lobby in 
1884 it was revealed that several PD fishermen had been sailing in trawlers 
from Aberdeen. The anti trawling controversy at this time also highlighted the 
question of Sunday working which was an accepted part of the trawling scene, 
such a practice was strenuously opposed by the local fishermen, and not only 
by them , the matter was raised at the Presbytery meeting in Deer. 
 
As the herring fishing effort increased dramatically in the 1870s small line 
fishing was reduced to an activity conducted by old men and boys. However the 
great line fishing which consisted of shooting several miles of strong lines with 
thousands of hooks baited with herring, started to come into its own. The larger 



 

 

decked boats though still only just over 50ft ventured further a field into the 
north sea in search of new fishing banks, firstly at 50/60 miles distance then as 
far as 160/170 miles from land E and NE of PD. These were the banks which 
were to serve their descendents well in the next 100 yrs. It is difficult to imagine 
the dangers faced by these men as they sailed into the belly of the north sea in 
their small sail boats in the months of March and April, with no superstructure 
and little in the way of navigation equipment. Amazingly there was 
comparatively little loss of life. The biggest disaster being the loss of the Annie 
Bruce with 7 men in 1897. However it was unusual for a year to pass without the 
loss of a crewman, aided no doubt by the extremely low rails which these sailing 
boats had and which the fishermen were very reluctant to heighten for what 
they ironically described as safety reasons. 
 
The great lines were always to be overshadowed by the more romantic herring 
fishing, and by the 1870s PD was second only to FR. Each day from late June 
to September the harbour was a maelstrom of activities. Sailboats would arrive 
all through the day with cargoes of herring many queuing at the harbour 
entrance waiting for others to be discharged. Boats which missed the tide might 
ground in the middle of the harbour and be unable to reach the quay for hours. 
No wind meant that crews would laboriously row their way ashore from the 
fishing grounds with their cargo reaching port late at night to be met with the 
sight of naphtha flares burning all around the harbour as the fisher quines 
gutted the catches of the earlier arrivals in the ghostly light. As this was going 
on the normal commercial traffic of the harbour continued. At times of harbour 
development the space was even more restricted causing fierce arguments to 
arise between skippers and knives flashed and mooring ropes were cut. It was 
against this background that the great harbour dispute arose in1874/5 with the 
merchants wishing to develop the south harbour and the curers wanting to 
expand facilities on the north side and reclaim more land for their yards and 
provide more accommodation for the fishing boats. Both the town council and 
harbour board were divided in bitter argument which the BO reports spilled into 
the town itself. Injunctions flew between each party and an unbelievable sum of 
£15000 (Over £200000 in today’s value) was run up in legal expenses and that 
before the work was started. In October 1875 the chairman of the Merchant Co 
of Edinburgh was asked to come to PD and adjudicate in the matter.  His 
arrival coincided with a violent storm in which a Prussian schooner was 
wrecked at the south harbour entrance. In the absence of the lifeboat which had 
been called away on another mission 6 PD men attempted a rescue but their 
boat overturned and 3 of the 6 drowned. This event seemed to act as a catalyst 
to bring the opposing sides together and a compromise was reached, whereby 
access to the south harbour entrance was to be improved and Port Henry 
harbour was to be developed.  
The start of the herring season signalled the influx of not only stranger 
fishermen but fish workers coopers carters and many other ancillary trades 
which doubled the town’s population for 2 months of the year. Pressure on 
housing accommodation increased as did the demands on the town’s already 
precarious water supply. Such a Klondike atmosphere  attracted all manner of 
people from every walk of life and soon Broad St was full of stalls and side 
shows occupied by all manner of entertainers charlatans and legitimate 
traders.( In fact in 1901 a group of strolling players erected the Pavilion theatre 



 

 

in the middle of Broad St and played nightly to good audiences from June till 
December of that year) This state of affairs was often the subject of complaints 
by the native traders  who felt the itinerants were gaining an unfair advantage. 
Competition by the native traders to gain trade from the boats was such as to 
cause the non fisher element in the town to complain bitterly as to the amount of 
credit fishermen were given. 
 
The history of the fishing village of Burnhaven also sheds some light on the 
social interaction of the town’s population. Since the mid 19th c the population of 
Burnhaven had been slowly haemorrhaging to PD started by a disaster that 
overtook the harbour around 1860 but which I know nothing about. But in the 
1870s a quickening of the flow towards PD caused something of an 
accommodation problem in the fisher areas of the town. Most of the emigrants 
from that village settled in Roanheads and the South Bay and the feuers 
managers were forced to free up the land west of old Roanheads in order to 
accommodate the incomers. Indeed it is well known that Gt Stuart St is known 
as the Burnie Streetie.  
 
The basic bone of contention between the incomers and the more established 
inhabitants, be they fishermen who as we have stated arrived in Peterhead a 
few decades before or were part of Peterheads small 18th c fisher community, 
was the ownership of mussel scaups. It appears that the incomers attempted to 
appropriate parts of the existing fishermens scaup areas and this resulted in 
sporadic disagreements between fisher families which sometimes ended in 
court. A scaup was the name given to a piece of ground among the rocks on the 
foreshore which was used to store live mussels and to keep them fresh by 
means of being washed by the tide twice a day. An ideal scaup would be 
situated near the fisherman’s house and although no fisherman had a legal title 
to a scaup because it was situated below the high tide mark, each fisherman 
had a scaup and his entitlement to it was regarded as inviolate by the rest of the 
fishing community. It was traditionally handed down to his eldest son. In the 
case of the South bay area these scaups were situated in an area stretching 
from the Ballast Hill (which was directly in front of the present Wyndwell Nursing 
Home) along to where the Smiths embankment started. An examination of the 
rocks to the east side of the Boggie Hole (impossible now as they have been 
covered over) revealed several small areas seem to have been quarried and 
excavated. I have heard theories that they may have been small harbours or 
fish ponds but the idea they were scaups deserves serious consideration. The 
area on which the embankment was subsequently built was not considered to 
be good scaup territory and was known as the Squeeler rocks probably 
because Pds first school or Squeel was built in the vicinity at the foot of uphill 
lane. Jim Reid of Jamaica Street, to whom I am indebted for drawing my 
attention to much of this information says that when the South Embankment 
was being built it caused much consternation among the fishermen who had 
scaups there as it was being built over the top of them, indeed feelings ran so 
high that the fishermens protests caused a delay in the building of the 
embankment. Similar tensions arose when the Burnhaven fishermen settled in 
Roanheads and were regarded by the locals as muscling in on the scaup 
territory there. The situation got so serious that the Feuers managers in 1888 
brought the matter to the attention of the Board of Trade. In a letter to the BoT D 



 

 

Martin the Managers secretary wrote “Occasional disputes recently assumed 
an acute stage caused by the influx into the town of stranger fisher families from 
other districts. This has been so great that within the last 7 years or thereabouts 
there has been addition to the fisher population of from 40/50 families. 
Strangers in some cases encroached upon and appropriated beds which had 
been for many years in the possession of others and sometimes even of their 
fathers before them.”  
 
The matter reached the level of the Secretary of State for Scotland whose office 
enquired as to whether the Feuers managers would be a suitable body to 
regulate these disputes. I assume that as correspondence on the matter peters 
out at this point the situation was probably resolved because of the decline of 
the small line fishing which relied almost exclusively on mussels for bait. In spite 
of the fishermens undoubted contribution to the economy of PD it did not 
exempt them from the critism of both the BO and the council. As late as 1894 
the council was complaining about the unhygienic fishermen of Gladstone Rd 
which has to be said was then a comparatively new street.- it appears old habits 
die hard. The BO over the years levelled a series of complaints none more so 
than in1879 when the editor complained that PD fishermen were not looking 
hard enough for the herring, that they were being given too much credit and 
also that  fishermen were employing inexperienced crews. No doubt he was 
referring to a tragic incident that year when the skipper of a BCK was lost and a 
nearby vessel had to put a crew on board as the remaining fishermen on the 
first boat ewre unable to sail the boat back to harbour. The point about lack of 
industry is hard to understand as these were the same men who earlier in the 
year were sailing 160 miles into the North Sea to search for white fish. It is 
however recognised by many that compared with the South firth or Anstruther 
men the PD fishers were less go ahead at that time. The South firth men were 
rangeing farther for fish for many years before the PD men. In the BO in 1883 
there is a reference to the Anstruther boats leaving for Yarmouth there was also 
1 Boddam boat at Yh but no mention of any PD boats. In 1887 the local FO 
reported that a number of local boats had been to the fishing on the English 
coast but this may have meant the Northumbrian coast, and as late as 1902 a 
BO report states “ it is now almost universally  acknowledged that with the 
English fishing the herring trade has entered upon a new era in its history” thus 
implying that the English voyage had only recently become an accepted part of 
the PD fishing calendar. It should be noted that with their reputation for success 
the South Firth fishers had also developed a reputation for being impatient and 
bad tempered as was exhibited in their frequent clashes with the harbour 
berthing masters especially when as often was the case the harbours were 
partially closed for extension work at the height of the fishing. Regarding the 
question of inexperience, this view was not shared by the Norwegian 
government who in 1883 sent 25 Norwegians to PD to learn about drift netting. 
 
The state of hygiene in the fisher community forms a continuing theme until the 
start of the 20th c and puts me in mind of an editorial which I came across when 
trawling through copies of the BO. It does not relate directly to the fishing 
community but does refer to the strong smell eminating from the harbour area 
.In a copy in 1898 (a time when the whaling industry was in its death throes) the 
writer mentions the strong smells coming from the blubber box area on the 



 

 

Queenie and refers to them as the “scents of Araby”. This caused me to wonder 
if I had inadvertently discovered the origin of the title “Queenie Arabs”.-but of 
course you may know different. If it could be proved so I would be very happy to 
be regarded as the person who discovered the origin of “Queenie Arab” which 
has perplexed many a local in the 20th c.  
 
But the 19th century was drawing to a close, the age of fishing technology was 
dawning. In 1898 several local businessmen with the support of shareholders 
from as far away as England took the Buchanies advice and formed a trawling 
company. They built several new trawlers and employed fishermen from 
outside the area with supposed trawling experience. This caused some 
resentment among the local fishers and a letter appeared in the columns of the 
Buchanie from a local fisherman asking why locals were not being given berths 
in the new trawlers. But I get the impression that there was no great feeling 
about this and that the locals were still very much herring minded. The 
companies initial confidence was shattered quite quickly when 2 of the trawlers 
went aground within weeks of one another and that because of crew 
negligence, indeed the second trawler which grounded on the North Head was 
immediately abandoned by its crew and soon refloated by a crew of locals who 
had boarded her. Provost Leask who was manager of the company resigned 
with the directors and a new board was appointed under a Manager with an 
Aberdeen trawling background. Within a short time the PD trawlers were 
landing their fish in Aberdeen and Pds links with the trawling industry were 
effectively severed. I will no doubt be accused of prejudice when I voice my 
suspicions that Aberdeen which had often cast a jealous eye on Pds sea trade 
in the past might have had something to do with it, it would be another 70 years 
before PD could take her revenge. 
 
But perhaps this debacle should be seen as a small diversion as the traditional 
fishers looked towards steam drifting as the way ahead. In 1900 PD stood on 
uncertain ground, the whaling industry so long a source of fame and pride for 
the borough had disappeared trawling had made but a brief appearance and 
the herring trade was in the doldrums. Little did the town know that it stood on 
the brink of its most prosperous time, for over the next 12 years would see an 
amazing amount of investment ploughed into the building and operation of 
steam drifters, 54 drifters mostly new buildings were bought to the port by 
Peterhead fishermen in 1907  alone. 
 
The fishers were still to keep their independence from the rest of the town, but 
this independence was to be eroded slightly in the course of commerce, as they 
became more prosperous they became more integrated into the general 
community. Between the wars the toonsers would still promenade up one side 
of Queen St on a Saturday night while the fishers promenaded down the other 
side. Soon the remaining barriers would fall - the second war would contribute 
to that but the disappearance of the herring drifts would be the final stone to 
collapse the wall completely. 


